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Jonestown victims: A terrible silence after a 45-minute 'suicide' note 


R ain splattered noisily on the tin 
roof of the pavilion. The fronds of 
the banana bushes rustled in the 
breeze. Birds twittered in the jungle 
beyond Jonestown. On the ground 
% were the dead — with the body of the 

5 Rev. Jim Jones lying on the pavilion 
? stage. The voices of Jonestown 
seemed to have been snuffed out for- 
1 ever. But two days after the apocalypse 

\ of the Peoples Temple, investigators 
\ poking through the killing ground 
t found a tape recorder near the wooden 

chair that Jones had used as his pulpit 
i and throne. And when they played the 
| reel left on the recorder, they suddenly 

i heard babies wailing, people shriek- 
ing and J ones himself calling out from 
beyond the grave: “Mothers, you must 


moned his followers to “a revolution- 
ary suicide council.” His first goal 
was to inform them of the fate of 
Congressman Leo Ryan and his par- 
ty. The tape opened with a sonorous 
burst of church music and the sound 
of children babbling, then crying. “I 
tried to give you a good life,” Jones 
said. “In spite of all I tried to do, a 
handful of our people who are alive 
have made our lives impossible.” 
Whether Jones was referring to the 
defectors who had fled with Ryan or 
the assassins who had set off from the 
commune to gun down the Ryan 
party was not clear. “There’s no way 
to detach ourselves from what’s hap- 
pened today,” Jones said. “We are 
sitting on a powder keg. If we can’t 


keep your children under control. 
They must die with dignity.” 

The Jonestown tape was an elec- 
tronic “suicide” note, fixing in 45 
chilling minutes the last spasms of 
the Peoples Temple. A U.S. State 
Department officer found it and 
turned it over to U.S. Ambassador 
John Burke, who played it four days 
after the tragedy. Parts of the tape 
were described to Newsweek, and 
parts of it appeared in The Washing- 
ton Post. What is available shows that 
not all members of the Jonestown 
commune had been willing to follow 
their pastor in his last hour. And it 
strongly suggests that what Jones had 
called a dignified “revolutionary act” 
could also be viewed as cold-blooded 
murder. 

Someone flicked on the tape re- 
corder shortly after Jones had sum- 


live in peace, let’s die in peace.” 

At first, Jones set out to wheedle his 
followers into carrying out the death 
pact. “I propose that we not commit 
suicide hut a revolutionary act,” he 
said. The members were to join him, 
using the cyanide and Flavour-aide 
that his “nurses” and “doctor” had 
brought from the medical shack. “So 
my opinion is to be good to the chil- 
dren and seniors,” he said, apparently 
an instruction to poison the tots and 
the old folks first. 

Babies: Jones urged his paramedics 
to squirt the poison deep into the 
throats of the babies with syringes. As 
the children began to cry out, one 
woman’s voice shouted that she was 
ready to die— if only her son might 
live. “It tore me to shreds,” said one 
official who heard the tape. 

Jones’s pitch did not persuade ev- 


eryone to line up for his death trip. 
When he argued that it was only a 
matter of time before Guyanese po- 
lice arrived, some voices on the tape 
shouted that it would be better to hold 
their ground and fight the invaders 
than to take the poison. Another voice 
asked whether Jones had requested 
an airplane to fly the communards to 
the Soviet Union. Jones said he had, 
but added, “Do you think the Rus- 
sians are going to want us after this?” 
Chant: At one point, officials said, 
Jones’s wife, Marceline, seemed to 
buck him. The brief revolt led Jones to 
cry out at her, “Mother, Mother, Moth- 
er,” the ghostly chant attorneys Mark 



Jones: 'Let's die in peace' 



Jones's pulpit: A vote for 'Dad' 


Lane and Charles Garry heard as they 
fled into the jungle beyond Jones- 
town. J ones got some help from armed 
guards and the zealots of Jonestown in 
putting down lesser dissenters. “Dad 
has brought us this far. My vote is to go 
with Dad,” shouted one voice. And in 
the end, Father Jones took most of his 
flock with him. 

—•TOM MATHEWS wild CHRIS J. HARPER in Washington 
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